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WHAT BECOMES OF THE SUBJECT?
GRAHAM MACPHEE
Oqtg" vjcp" vygpv{^Ýxg" {gctu" ciq." Lgcp^Nwe" Pcpe{" rqugf" vjg" swguvkqp." ÐYjq"
comes after the subject?”1 Nancy’s formulation sought to encourage responses 
vq"vjg"Ðetkvkswg"qt"fgeqpuvtwevkqp"qh"vjg"uwdlgevÑ"vjcv"ygpv"dg{qpf"vjg"vgtou"qh"
vjg"tgfwevkxg"rtqencocvkqp"qh"Ðvjg"uwdlgevÓu"ukorng"nkswkfcvkqpÑ"cEcfcxc."Eqppqt."
cpf"Pcpe{"3;;3."6_7d0""Etwekcnn{."vjg"ÐyjqÑ"kp"Pcpe{Óu"swguvkqp"ukipcngf"vjcv"vjg"
etkvkswg"qh"vjg"uwdlgev"fqgu"pqv"korn{"vjg"cdpgicvkqp"qh"swguvkqpu"qh"uwdlgevkxkv{."
dwv"kp"eqokpi"Ðchvgt"vjg"uwdlgevÑ"vjg"vgorqtcnkv{"qh"swguvkqpkpi"yqwnf"dg"qrgpgf"
to futurity: we continue to ask “who?” but the answer is no longer prescribed 
ccu" Ðvjg" uwdlgevÑd0" Kp" vjgug" vgtou." vjg" etkuku" qh" vjg" uwdlgev" uq" tgoctmgf" d{"
contemporary philosophy would not be understood as marking a theoretical 
uvcuku"qt"cu"enqukpi"fqyp"swguvkqpkpi="tcvjgt."vjg"swguvkqp"qh"uwdlgevkxkv{"cÐyjqAÑd"
yqwnf"dgeqog"c"ukvg"qh"kpswkt{"cpf"qrgpkpi0
Cnvjqwij"rqugf"c"swctvgt"qh"c"egpvwt{"ciq."Pcpe{Óu"swguvkqp"ku"yqtvj"tgecnnkpi"
now as a gauge to measure contemporary critical discourse. What is particularly 
uvtkmkpi" kp" vjku" nkijv" ku" vjg"cdugpeg"qh" vjg"mkpf"qh"rnwtcn"cpf"f{pcoke" kpswkt{"
vjcv"Pcpe{Óu"swguvkqp"rtqokugf." c"oqfg"qh" kpswkt{" vjcv"yqwnf"dg" ugpukvkxg" vq"
the historicity of subjectivity and the multiple trajectories to which it might give 
rise. Instead, we witness the stubborn persistence of “the subject” frozen in the 
kpuvcpv" cAugenblickd"qh" kvu"rgtgppkcn"fgeqpuvtwevkqp0"Jqy"ocp{"vkogu"fqgu"vjg"
analysis of a text unearth or discover the claim to presence of “the subject” only 
to show how the text “disrupts,” “unravels,” or “deconstructs” it? And how many 
times do we trace the operation of power through the disciplinary production of 
“the subject” in social practices and institutions, only to chart the multiple nodes 
of “resistance” that “transgress” and “subvert” its terms? This is not to denigrate 
qt"fkucnnqy"uwdxgtukqp."qt"fkutwrvkqp."qt"tgukuvcpeg."qt"cp{"qvjgt"qh"vjgug"vgtou="
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pqt"ku"kv"kp"cp{"yc{"vq"ecnn"hqt"cp"c~tocvkxg"kpvgnngevwcn"ewnvwtg0"Kv"ku"tcvjgt"vq"
point to a curious temporal structuring which appears to be remarkably prevalent 
ykvjkp"eqpvgorqtct{"vjgqt{0"Yjgtg"Pcpe{Óu"swguvkqp"gpxkucigu"fgeqpuvtwevkqp"
qt"etkvkswg"cu" c"oqxkpi"dg{qpf" vjg" uwdlgev" cÐyjq"eqogu"chvgtAÑd."yg" kpjcdkv" c"
theoretical Groundhog Day that is perpetually suspended at the moment of the 
uwdlgevÓu" fgeqpuvtwevkqp`yjkej" ogcpu" vjcv" vjg" uwdlgev" gpfwtgu" cpf" dgeqogu"
oddly durable in its perpetual deconstruction.
One way of understanding this predicament is to identify a failure in thinking 
the historicity of subjectivity. This failure becomes apparent when we recall the 
pgct^wdkswkv{"qh"vjg"gzrtguukqp"Ðvjg"Gpnkijvgpogpv"uwdlgevÑ"cpf"vjg"tqng"vjcv"kv"
often plays in contemporary theory.2 Despite being nominally tied to a historical 
oqogpv"cpf"c"igqitcrjkecn"tgikqp."Ðvjg"Gpnkijvgpogpv"uwdlgevÑ"crrgctu"cu"cp"
wpejcpikpi"eqpÝiwtcvkqp"qh"uwdlgevkxkv{"yjkej"gpfwtgu"vqfc{"gzcevn{"cu"kv"ycu"
in its initial formulation some three centuries ago. Perennially recurring and 
rgtgppkcnn{"vjg"ucog."Ðvjg"Gpnkijvgpogpv"uwdlgevÑ"owuv"dg"fgeqpuvtwevgf"qxgt"
and over again. But, crucially, its deconstruction has no issue or outcomes, and so 
ecppqv"igpgtcvg"fkôgtgpv"rquukdng"eqpÝiwtcvkqpu"qh"uwdlgevkxkv{0"Kpuvgcf."vjgtg"
is only the perpetual oscillation between the subject’s claim to full presence and 
its dispersal, fragmentation, disruption, and subversion. For all the claims for the 
“deconstruction” and “subversion” of the subject, it would appear that it remains 
resolutely and implacably in place, pristinely awaiting its next deconstruction 
and subversion.
A sense of this failure to think the historicity of subjectivity becomes palpable 
kh" yg" ugv" kv" cickpuv" cp" cnvgtpcvkxg" crrtqcej." pcogn{" Iknnkcp" TqugÓu" ceeqwpv" qh"
rquv^Tghqtocvkqp" uwdlgevkxkv{0" Hqt" Tqug." vjg" Gpnkijvgpogpv" uwdlgev" jcu" pqv"
remained perpetually frozen but carries the potential to develop and mutate in 
unexpected ways. Indeed, it is itself recognized as a moment within a larger set of 
histories that she characterizes in terms of “the unintended psychological and political 
consequences of Protestant Innerlichkeit" ckpyctfpguud" cpf" yqtnfn{" cuegvkekuoÑ"
cTqug"3;;:.":9="gorjcuku"kp"qtkikpcnd0"Tcvjgt"vjcp"octmkpi"vjg"Ýpcn"nqemkpi"kpvq"
place of an epochal epistemic shift, what is so often cast monolithically as “the 
Gpnkijvgpogpv"uwdlgevÑ"ku"wpfgtuvqqf"d{"Tqug"cu"qpg"hqtowncvkqp"qh"vjg"wpuvcdng"
eqpÝiwtcvkqp"qh"uwdlgevkxkv{"ncwpejgf"d{"vjg"Tghqtocvkqp."yjkej"vjgp"nwtejgu"
through a dizzying array of mutations and transformations:
The Protestant doctrine of salvation creates hypertrophy of the inner life. 
Hypertrophy of the inner life is correlated with atrophy of political participation. 
Gxgpvwcnn{." vjg" kpvgtguv" kp" ucnxcvkqp" kvugnh" cvtqrjkgu." dwv" vjg" kppgt" cpzkgv{" qh"
ucnxcvkqp"rgtukuvu"cpf"ku"eqodkpgf"ykvj"yqtnfn{"qrrqtvwpkv{"cpf"twvjnguupguu="vjku"
combination of anxiety and ruthlessness amounts to the combination of inner and 
qwvgt"xkqngpeg0"cTqug"3;;:.":9d
Htqo" vjku" rgturgevkxg." gcej" eqpÝiwtcvkqp" qh" oqfgtp" uwdlgevkxkv{`cpf" vjg"
Gpnkijvgpogpv"uwdlgev"ku"lwuv"qpg"qh"vjgo`ku"eqortkugf"qh"ownvkrng"xgevqtu"vjcv"
eqodkpg" f{pcokecnn{" vq" igpgtcvg" pgy" cpf" wpgzrgevgf" eqpÝiwtcvkqpu." uq" vjcv"
earlier elements may endure and be reproduced but in transformed ways.
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Ktqpkecnn{." yjcv" mggru" vjg" Gpnkijvgpogpv" uwdlgev" eqpvkpwcnn{" uwurgpfgf" cv"
the moment of its deconstruction is the concern that any attempt to describe 
or chart its issue will install a new model of subjectivity as the end or result of 
a grand narrative of historical development. As we know, the many iterations 
ykvjkp"Gwtqrgcp"vjqwijv"qh"uwej"fgxgnqrogpvcn"pcttcvkxgu"jcxg"jcf"ecvcuvtqrjke"
eqpugswgpegu" qp" c" inqdcn" uecng0" Wpfgtuvcpfcdn{." vjku" ngice{" ygkiju" jgcxkn{" qp"
contemporary theory, which sees in any history of subjectivity’s recognitions 
and misrecognitions only the violence of the other’s exclusion from recognition 
ccu"fgxkcpv."ucxcig."qt"rcvjqnqikecnd"qt"vjg"nkswkfcvkqp"qh"kvu"cnvgtkv{"kp"kvu"cokud
recognition as a version of the subject. But we also need to be aware that 
failure to recognize the historical development of subjectivity also has costs 
cpf"eqpugswgpegu0"Kh"yg"ecp"qpn{"kocikpg"cp"cnvgtpcvkxg"vq"Ðvjg"uwdlgevÑ"cu"kvu"
perennial dispersal without history and without issue, then we blind ourselves to 
the new modes of subjectivity that are conditioned by the social disintegration 
and fragmentation of experience which so mark the predicament of contemporary 
global capitalism. And in denying agency to subjectivity we deny it also to the 
qvjgt."yjqug"cnvgtkv{"ku"pqy"dgvtc{gf"pqv"kp"vjg"tgÞgevgf"kocig"qh"vjg"uwdlgevÓu"
cevkxkv{"dwv"kp"vjg"rcuukxkv{"qh"kvu"fkurgtucn0"Hqt."cu"Iknnkcp"Tqug"tgokpfu"wu."Ðvjg"
qvjgt"vqq"ku"fkuvtcwijv"cpf"ugctejkpi"hqt"rqnkvkecn"eqoowpkv{`vjg"qvjgt"ku"cnuq"
dqwpfgf"cpf"xwnpgtcdng."gptcigf"cpf"kpxguvgf."kuqncvgf"cpf"kpvgttgncvgfÓ"c3;;8."
59d0"Cpf."cu"ujg"yctpu."Ðykvjqwv"vjg"uqwn"cpf"ykvjqwv"vjg"ekv{Ñ`vjcv"ku."ykvjqwv"
vjg" jkuvqtkecn" kfgpvkv{1pqpkfgpvkv{" qh" kppgt" nkhg" cpf" rqnkvkecn" eqoowpkv{`Ðyg"
ecppqv"jgnr"cp{qpg.Ñ"ngcuv"qh"cnn"qwtugnxgu"c5:d0
NOTES
1"Vjg"swguvkqp"rtqxkfgf"vjg"qeecukqp"cpf"vjg"vkvng"hqt"c"urgekcn"kuuwg"qh"vjg"lqwtpcn"Topoi 
cUgrvgodgt"3;::d."yjkej"ycu"uwdugswgpvn{"rwdnkujgf"kp"Gpinkuj"cu"c"xqnwog"qh"guuc{u"
gfkvgf"d{"Gfwctfq"Ecfcxc."Rgvgt"Eqppqt."cpf"Lgcp^Nwe"Pcpe{"c3;;3d0
2" Cuuqekcvgf" ykvj" vjg" nqqug" wucig" qh" Ðvjg" Gpnkijvgpogpv" uwdlgevÑ" ku" vjg" eqpÞcvkqp" qh"
rquv^Gpnkijvgpogpv" vjkpmgtu" uggmkpi" vq" tgurqpf" vq" vjg" Gpnkijvgpogpv" cu" ukorn{"
ÐGpnkijvgpogpv"vjkpmgtuÑ"qt"cu"tgrtgugpvkpi"ÐGpnkijvgpogpv"vjqwijv0Ñ"K"yqwnf"ctiwg"
vjcv"kp"hcev"vjg"htcokpi"qh"Pcpe{Óu"swguvkqp"uwôgtu"htqo"lwuv"uwej"cp"wpfkôgtgpvkcvgf"
eqpÞcvkqp"qh"oqfgtp"vjqwijv"dghqtg"Jgkfgiigt="ugg"Ecfcxc."Eqppqt."cpf"Pcpe{"3;;3."
80" UkipkÝecpvn{." Iknnkcp" Tqug" fkôgtgpvkcvgu" ykvjkp" oqfgtp" vjqwijv" d{" kfgpvkh{kpi"
c" pwodgt" qh" rquv^Gpnkijvgpogpv" vjkpmgtu`Iqgvjg." Jgign." Mkgtmgicctf." Ygdgt."
cpf" Dgplcokp`yjq" ctg" kp" fkôgtgpv" yc{u" eqpegtpgf" ykvj" gzrnqtkpi" Ðthe unintended 
consequences"qh"vjg"Rtqvguvcpv"GvjkeÑ"c3;;:.":9="gorjcuku"kp"qtkikpcnd0
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